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W

lliam Drysdale was a fixture in newspaper circles of
New York City in the late nineteenth century, a reporter
and writer whose powers of observation and social
commentary made him equally at home covering famous legal
battles of the time or describing his travels over many years in the
United States, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Mexico, the Caribbean and
Europe. Fortunately for Florida, some of Drysdale's best literary
pages chronicled important decades for the young state that would
eventually build its fortune and its future on tourism. For 24 years,
he wrote, often under the thinly disguised pseudonym of "W.D.",
more than 380 signed newspaper articles, contributed to weekly and
monthly journals, and published 17 books-eight of them fiction.
Of this sizable literary output, more than 50 articles or travel letters
in the New York Times were devoted solely to Florida during the
1880s and 1890s. Drysdale's travel articles on Florida helped create
a winter tourism bond between New York and the Sunshine State
which has remained firmly in place for more than one hundred
years. More important, Drysdale's letters cover a period when
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travel to Florida transitioned from a wilderness adventure jaunt in
a barely settled frontier area into a pleasurable and comfortable
upper and upper middle class journey to a fashionable winter
resort destination . His travel letters are, arguably, not only the
most important and complete first-hand account we have of the
landscape, protagonists, and events at a pivotal juncture in the
state's history, but they also reflect the changing views towards the
region by both the author and his readers within the context of
tourism in a broadly-defined geographic region .
Travel writing on Florida has a long history. As Samuel Proctor
pointed out more than thirty years ago, accounts by travelers and
visitors to the region date back to the Spanish exploration period
in the first half of the sixteenth century. 1 The word tourist, however, only began to be used in connection with travel to Florida in
the middle decades of the nineteenth century, although it is highly
questionable as to how pleasurable excursions to the region were at
the time . Even if possible, given limitations on transportation and
lodging, travel as a pleasurable activity still carried in the United
States a Puritanical religious stigma of being a frivolous, and perhaps even sinful, pursuit. As with the rest of the country, however,
Florida began reaping the benefits of changes in the perception of
travel as transportation links and lodging facilities improved. Travel
began to be recast under a new light of physical recuperation and
restoration, especially for those afflicted by broken health supposedly aggravated by the increasingly congested urban centers of the
Northeast. Recreation soon joined recuperation and restoration
(the three Rs as Cindy S. Aron labels them) as an integral part of
travel. 2 Florida benefitted from its mild winter climate and a growing list of medical doctors prescribed warm climates as a treatment
for consumption or tuberculosis, and soon gained prominence as
an antebellum destination for recuperation and restoration if not
yet a destination for recreation due to the lackluster accommodations available and difficulties of travel to and within the state.

1.

2.

Samuel Proctor, preface to the new edition of A Guidebook of Florida and the
South For Tourists, Invalids and Emigrants, Floridiana Facsimile & Reprint Series
(1869; repr., Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1978), vii.
For an excellent study on the evolution of attitudes towards travel and vacations
in the nineteenth century United States with valuable insights into changing
religious perceptions of leisure, see Cindy S. Aron , Working at Play: A Histmy of
Vacations (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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The second h alf of the nineteenth century ushered in further
changes in the concept of travel in the United States and in Florida.
Mass industrialization also produced the geographic extension of
a growing leisure tourism industry beyond its localized origins in
the Northeast.3 Books and articles on domestic and foreign travel
proliferated as railroad and steamship travel expanded in the postCivil War era and as American newspapers catered to that interest
both from advertisers and readers as they evolved from partisan political mouthpieces into mass readership business enterprises. 4 In
addition, the accompanying economic prosperity that followed the
Panic of 1873 allowed for broadened horizons and leisure travel
opportunities for members of the expanding upper and middle
classes. Travel articles, many sponsored by a growing travel industry

3.

Although Richard H . Garren has made a compelling argument for the birth
of American mass tourism in New York state as early as the first decades of
the nineteenth century in his book The Birth of American Tourism: New York,
the Hudson Valley, and American Culture, 1790-1830 (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2008), it was in the post Civil War period that national
integration allowed for the expansion of the domestic tourism phenomenon
(notably in the South and West) which continued the tradition of a romantic,
even existential, image and ideology of a nature tourism which had, by then,
receded for many areas of the Northeast as the region rapidly industrialized.
See Jon F. Sears, Sacred Places: American Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth Century
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); William Erwin, The New Niagara:
Tourism, Technology, and the Landscape of Niagara Falls, 1776-1917 (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996); and David C. Miller, Dark
Eden: The Swamp in Nineteenth-Century American Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989). In his history of Thomas Cook & Son, Piers Brendon
dates the birth of popular tourism in England to the mid-nineteenth century,
specifically, June 9, 1841, with the first railway excursion tour of Thomas Cook.
See Piers Brendon, Thomas Cooke: 150 Years ofPopular Tourism (London: Seeker
&Warburg, 1991).
4.
The expansion and improvement of transportation links, the increase in
lodging facilities, and the growth in the number of popular newspapers,
journals, and travel guides by the middle of the nineteenth century set the stage
for what Philip Scranton labels the commodification of place in the creation of
mass tourism. See the preface by Philip Scranton in Philip Scranton and Janet
F. Davidson, eds., The Business of Tourism: Place, Faith, and History (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), vii-x. For the development of the
lodging industry, the best and most recent study is A.K. Sandoval-Strausz, Hotel:
An American History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007). For changes in
the American press in the mid-nineteenth century, see Hazel Dicken-Garcia,
journalistic Standards in Nineteenth-Century America (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1989), Gerald]. Baldasty, The Commercialization of News in the
Nineteenth Century (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), and Ted
The Gilded Age Press, 1865-1900 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003).
Curtis
Smythe,
Published
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itself, touted tourism experiences at home and abroad. 5 Especially
during the winter months Florida became a destination of particular interest for Northern readers.6 It was in the midst of these events
and developments that William Drysdale came into the journalism
and, eventually, the Florida tourism travel scene.
William Drysdale was born July 11, 1852, in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.7 His father, Walter S. Drysdale, was one of five sons of
William Drysdale from Edinburgh, Scotland, who emigrated on a
sailing vessel to New York around 1817. Blown off course, the elder
William landed instead in Philadelphia where he settled and raised
a family. As was the custom among Scottish Presbyterians, one of
the five sons, Walter, was educated to enter the ministry and gradu5.

6.

7.

The domestic travel experience in the United States after the Civil War had
great implications for the consolidation of a national identity and the travel
industry played a vital role in the process. See MargueriteS. Shaffer, See America
First: Tourism and National Identity, 1880-1940 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution, 2001) and]. Valerie Fifer, American Progress: The Growth of the Transpo'rt,
Tourist, and Information Industries in the Nineteenth-Century West Seen Through the Life
and Times of George Croffut, Pioneer and Publicist of the Transcontinental Age (Chester,
CT: The Globe Pequot Press, 1988). For the impact of transportation and travel
narratives in Canada during the same time period, see Kevin Flynn, "Destination
Nation: Nineteenth-Century Travels Aboard the Canadian Pacific Railroad,"
Essays on Canadian Writing67 (Spring 1999): 190-222. Foreign travel also served
to reinforce Americans' newly found sense of nationalism in the same period.
See William W. Stowe, Going Abroad: European Travel in Nineteenth-Century American
Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994). For a wider discussion
of travel journalism and its relationship in the fostering of a tourism industry,
see Jill Steward, "'How and Where to Go': The Role of Travel Journalism in
Britain and the Evolution of Foreign Tourism, 1840-1914," in Histories ofTourism:
Representation, Identity, and Conflict, ed.John K. Walton (Cievendon, UK: Channel
View Publications, 2005), 39-54.
Interest in Florida in the years after the Civil War fully merged health and
economic concerns with sporting and recreational interests. Good summaries
of representative works of the descriptive literature on Florida for the pe riod
(1865 to 1900) may be found in ElliotJames Mackle,Jr., "The Eden of the South:
Florida's Image in American Travel Literature and Painting, 1865-1900,"(Ph.D
diss, Emory University, 1977); Anne E. Rowe, The Idea of Florida in the American
Literary Imagination (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1992); ].E. Dovell,
Florida: Historic, Dramatic, Contemporary (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing
Company, Inc., 1952), 606-608; Larry R. Youngs, "The Sporting Set Winters in
Florida: Fertile Ground for the Leisure Revolution , 1870-1930," Florida HistO'rical
Qum·terly 84, no. 1 (2005): 57-78; Tommy R. Thompson," Florida in American
Popular Magazines, 1870-1970," Florida Historical Quarterly 82, no. 1 (2003): 1-15.
A basic outline of the life and death of William Drysdale may be found in
his New York Times, September 21, 1901, obituary. To the author's knowledge,
the only study on the life of William Drysdale is a biographical sketch in a
Cranford, New Jersey, publication. See Robert Fridlington, "William Drysdale,"
The Mill Wheel: News and Notes from The CranfMd Historical Society, New Series,
Number 38 (Summer 2005): 4-5.
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ated from the University of Pennsylvania in 1842 and Princeton
Theological Seminary in 1845. Following some years of preaching
as an itinerant minister, Walter temporarily gave up preaching and
became principal of the girls' high school in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, in 1850. In 1851, he married Mary Catherine Thompson, also
from Lancaster, who, in 1852, bore their only son, named William
after his immigrant grandfather.
Young Drysdale spent his first six years in Lancaster, where he
received his early education at home from his father. He moved
often with his small family as his father resumed an active ministry in 1858, preaching at Presbyterian congregations in the states
of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York. While living in New
York State in the early 1870s, William briefly published two small
local newspapers, the Dundee Telegraph (Yates County) and the Ontario Citizen and News (Ontario County). Soon afterwards, William
entered Columbia Law School in New York City where his father
had moved when failing eyesight forced him to leave the pulpit.
By the end of 1874, probably as a result of worsening economic
conditions following the Panic of 1873, William left law school and
joined the New York Sun as a staff reporter where he quickly gained
prominence covering the high-profile adultery trial of Henry Ward
Beecher, at the time one of America's foremost preachers. During
the six-month trial and in spite of the Sun's persistent attacks on
Beecher, Drysdale established a friendship with the minister who
later asked him to edit a collection of his writings, published shortly
before his death as Proverbs from Plymouth Pulpit (1887) .8 Although
Drysdale 's coverage of the trial for the Sun gained national attention, it was apparently not virulent enough for its editor, Charles
Dana, who replaced him. 9 His experience at the Sun, however, was
8.

Henry Ward Beecher, Proverbs From Plymouth Pulpit, ed. William Drysdale (New
York: D. Appleton and Co., 1887).
9.
The young reporter who replaced Drysdale was julian Ralph who had gained
notoriety for his coverage of the Beecher trial for the rival Daily Graphic. Ralph
would go on to great fame as a newspaper reporter and foreign correspondent
and would also gain prominence for his travel writing. See Paul Lancaster,
Gentleman of the Press: The Life and Times of an Early Reporter, julian Ralph of The
Sun (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1992). In 1894-95, Harper sent
Ralph on a tour of what he called "Our New South," and his travel accounts
were published in serialized form in Harper's Magazine and Harper's Weekly.
These articles, including the one on Florida- "Our New Riviera"-were
subsequently published in book form. For the Florida article, see julian Ralph,
Dixie or Southern Scenes and Sketches (NY: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1896),
160-206.
Published
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crucial in his formation as a news reporter and writer. 10 It opened
doors for him as it also did for many other newspapermen at the
time .11 In 1876, Drysdale briefly returned to Pennsylvania as city editor of the Philadelphia Times taking with him a number of New York
reporters to form a nucleus of writers during the event-laden year
of the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition. 12 In 1877, he retu rned
to New York and joined the staff of the New York Times, a journalistic
association which would last for the next 24 years.
The late 1870s saw in New York and the rest of the country
a debate on the emerging world role of the United States. With
the economic recovery that followed the long and drawn-out consequences of the Financial Panic of 1873, the focus of attention
shifted to a perceived over-production in the industrial sector that
necessitated a search for overseas export markets. In March 1878,
the New York Times experimented with an eight-page, Spanish-language economic supplement brimming with advertisements for
U.S. industrial exports. The experiment proved enough of a success for the newspaper's leadership to plan a second supplement
for early 1879 to be distributed in Mexico (2,000 copies), Cuba
(1,500 copies), Central and Northern South America (3,000 cop10.

Drysdale would indirectly credit his time at the Sun as being crucial in his
newspaper career. The setting and most of the characters in his second book
ofjuvenile fiction, The Young Reporter (1895), are based on his experiences with
his colleagues in the newsroom of the Sun. In addition, in his 1899 book Helps
for Ambitious Boys, a career handbook for young men which explores different
professions, the entire chapter on employment in newspapers is based on his
own experiences at the Sun. It was during his time at the Sun in the 1870s that
the "human interest" dimension in news coverage developed, and this came
to profoundly affect Drysdale, as it also influenced other newspaper writers.
For the "human interest" aspects in the journalism coverage of the Sun during
these years, see Frank M. O'Brien, The Story of The Sun: New York, 1833-1928
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1928), 173-181.
11. The role of the New York Sun in helping shape the profession of the reporter is
addressed at length by Paul Lancaster in his book covering the years of Julian
Ralph at that newspaper. See Lancaster, chapters 7-10.
12. Sandoval-Strausz argues that the coming of age of mass tourism in the United
States occurs in Philadelphia in 1876 with the Centennial exposition. He makes
the point that, apart from the transportation, lodging, and publicity advances
which surrounded the exposition, it marked the occasion when travel in the
United States achieved a new quantitative dimension in the leap in the number
of travelers as well as a new qualitative dimension as women and children (or
what Sandoval-Strauz labels, travel en famille) joined in great numbers what had
previously been, in general terms, a predominantly male travel experience.
See Sandoval-Strauz, Hotel, 104-107. Drysdale not only witnessed these
revolutionary travel changes in Philadelphia but was also a participant in the
first-hand
newspaper coverage he provided in the Philadelphia Times.
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol89/iss4/5
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ies), and Brazil and the Rio de la Plata region (4,000 copies) .13
In conjunction with this drive to focus attention on increasing exports to the Latin American market, a reduction in tariffs, and an
increase in newspaper advertising by New York manufacturers, Drysdale was sent on assignment to Mexico and Cuba. He chronicled
his trip in a series of travel letters on Mexico and Cuba written and
published in the winter and spring of 1879 in the New York Times.
Drysdale's travel letters on Cuba and Mexico are early U.S.
examples of a colonialist-themed travel literature already well-established in other parts of the world. 14 Traveling on the "City of
Merida" of the Alexandre Line (more properly known as the New
York, Havana & Mexican Mail Line), Drysdale left New York on
a frigid December 28, 1878, with a dozen other passengers. 15 M ter penning letters that focused on the ocean voyage and on his
travel companions, Drysdale wrote two travel letters on Havana.
Commenting on Havana, he was taken aback by the generally high
prices, the physical shortness of both the Spanish soldiers and the
Cuban horses, both of which seemed to be everywhere, the multitude of churches, and the city's narrow colonial streets. 16 Yet his
overall impression of the city was favorable . The natural beauty of
the city's setting ("The [Morro] castle and the harbor it guards
form a picture to whose beauty no pen and few pencils can do justice") enchanted him and, when comparing the city to New York,
the point of reference for him personally as well as for his readers,
he concluded: " ... the city generally, with due respect for New-York
[sic], has much more of a cosmopolitan appearance than our Metropolis. The soldiery, in a great variety of uniforms; the priests,
to be run against at all hours, in their somber costumes; the half13.
14.

New York Times, March 25, 1878; February 3, 1879; February 10, 1879.
The literary study of colonial-themed travel writing and letters has received
much attention in recent years and grown enormously since the 1990s along with
tourism studies. The renewed interest has been driven in part by globalization,
deconstructionism, gender studies, and post-modern analysis. One of the best
studies is David Spurr, The Rhetoric ofEmpire: Colonial Discourse inJournalism, Travel
·writing, and Imperial Administration (Durham , NC: Duke University Press, 1993).
For a good early overview of the new discourse, see Harry Liebersohn, "Recent
Works on Travel Writing," The Journal of Modern History 68, no. 3 (September
1996): 617-628. For a representative view of the latest ideas on contemporary
tourism as affected by the above issues, see Sharon Bohn Gmelch, ed., Tourists
and Tourism: A Reader (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2010).
15. For a summary of the history of the Alexandre Line and its most important
vessels, see Edward A. Mueller, "The City of Vera Cruz and the Alexandre
Line," Steamboat Bill66 , no. 2 (Summe r 2009): 34-42.
16. New
Times,
January 27, 1879.
Published
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naked negroes; the gaily-dressed ladies, give the city an appearance
of gayety that is not to be found in New-York." 17
Drysdale did not view Mexico as kindly as he viewed Havana,
however. He was joined in Vera Cruz by an excursion party of 80 merchants and manufacturers from Chicago and the Midwest (officially
"The American Industrial Deputation to Mexico") and group dynamics and the many tedious government-sponsored official functions,
often influenced his observations. In a typical letter entitled "The
Americans in Mexico," he pointed to the overwhelming number of
zopilotes (turkey-buzzards) in Vera Cruz that picked at the garbage on
the streets, helping keep them clean, and noted that the party made
its way off the ship, "taking in the scenery [of Vera Cruz] , zopilotes
in the foreground, and more zopilotes for a background .. ."18 An official welcome breakfast in Vera Cruz for the group led Drysdale to
mockingly remark: " ... the Mayor and the Governor of the State came
around and said they had some nice cases of tumors and concussions
and chewed ears in the hospitals, military and civic, that they would
be glad to exhibit to the excursionists; as they understood the visit was
to be one of pleasure as well as business."19
Mter a two-day railroad trip to Mexico City on an official train
with four first-class coaches, "although almost everywhere else they
would have ranked as third class, at the best," with a number of
official stops and a mosquito-infested overnight stay in Orizaba,
Drysdale and his party arrived in Mexico City, where President Porfirio Diaz hosted an official welcome. To Drysdale: "The President
is a handsome specimen of the Aztec Indian with, perhaps, some
white blood in his veins, coal-black hair and eyes, below the middle
age, with a frank manner and a manly bearing. The complexion
of a copper cent is about the color of President Diaz's face; but he
has such a manly way and kind, though dignified, manner that the
color of his skin is hardly noticeable."20
While in Mexico, Drysdale wrote travel letters on subjects which
he felt would be of particular interest to his New York readers. In two
letters, "Guadaloupe's[sic] Cathedral" and "The Churches in Mexico," Drysdale titillated his mainly Protestant newspaper readers with
cynical, almost blasphemous, comments in reference to Roman Catholicism. Writing about the shroud of the Virgin of Guadalupe, he
17.
18.
19.
20.

Ibid.
New York T imes, February 13, 1879.

Ibid.
Ibid.
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commented: "The aloe cloth upon which the Virgin Mary is said to
have imprinted her portrait is exhibited in a glass case, and, looking
at it from a New-York point of view, I should say that the painter who
made it did not take sufficient pains to hide the marks of his brush.
If the Virgin really did make it, she cannot be ranked with the old
masters." 21 He also regaled his readers with details on the National
Pawnshop (the Nacional Monte de Piedatf) and the Government Lottery, commenting: "It is a happy circumstance that a Government
that conducts national lotteries should also have a national pawnshop, where its people can raise money to buy lottery tickets." 22 In
addition to a number of travel letters focusing on the poverty among
Mexican Indians in the countryside, Drysdale also included in his
series a letter on two American entrepreneurs embarking on the
building of a railroad in Mexico and a letter recounting a tour of a
lavish country estate built by an English banking family. 23 To Drysdale, it is clear that the progressive spirit of economic development
in Mexico came not from within the country but from abroad.
Drysdale's articles on Cuba and Mexico, his first signed articles
in the New York Times, specifically used the travel letter format that
was becoming wildly popular at the time they appeared. The travel
letter narrative, with its curious mixture of an observer's supposed
private epistolary insights, contrasted with the letter's public printed
format. It first gained popularity in its book format in the late eighteenth-century Romantic period. The transformation of European
and American newspapers by the middle of the nineteenth century
into business enterprises seeking larger circulation figures produced
a growing demand for the letters as leisure travel was becoming not
only more possible but also more popular for a greater number of
people. 24 The letter narrative format-discrete in length, coherent
in its capsulation of a day's events and observations, and linked to
preceding and subsequent units of correspondence-mirrored the
daily publication cycle, immediacy needs, and space constraints of the
21.
22.
23.

New York Times, March 9, 1879.
New York Times, April 14, 1879.
New York Times, April20 and May 12, 1879. Travel letters about Mexico written
by Drysdale on this trip also appeared in the Philadelphia Weekly Times, under
the pseudonym "Drys." These travel letters, entirely different from the ones
published in the New York Times but covering the same experiences, as well
as scattered later articles by him uncovered in other newspapers, suggest the
possibility that Drysdale reached a much wider audience with his travel lette rs
than just his readers in New York City. See Philadelphia Weekly Times, January
18,byFebruary
22, March 15, and March 29, 1879.
Published
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mass circulation newspapers. It also reflected a letter-writing mania
consuming the more-developed societies that, with improvements in
transportation linking major urban centers, had become accustomed
to mail deliveries two and three times a day. Among the well-to-do, a
large portion of the day was devoted to merely keeping up with the
growing volume of personal and business correspondence. 25
While the signed letter narrative format had first been widely used
in newspapers throughout the early nineteenth century, the advent
of the field war correspondent and the use of the eyewitness account,
first with the Mexican-American War (184&48), then with the Crimean War (1854-57) and, perhaps most successfully, with the US Civil
War (1861-65), helped the travel letter genre to flourish in American newspapers during the postwar period as many of its early travel
correspondents came from the ranks of those earlier war correspondents.26 Be~amin C. Truman, a noted Civil War correspondent, took
advantage of his connections to write a series of travel letters from the
postwar South for the New York Times when the area was still under
military travel restrictions. Truman is, arguably, the first newspaper
travel correspondent to cover the state of Florida after the Civil War. 27
With the end of Presidential Reconstruction and the beginning
of Congressional Reconstruction in the spring of 1867, multipronged Northern strategies towards the South, as well as towards
24.

The letter format and its growth in popularity in the context of the late
eighteenth-century Romantic Movement is discussed by Glynis Ridley "Letters:
Britain" and Ursula Hudson-Wiedenman "Letters: Germany" in Encyclopedia
of the Romantic Era, 1760-1850, ed. Christopher John Murray(London: Taylor
& Francis, 2004), 2:672-674. On travel letters as a literary genre, Julia Gergits
wrote: "The genre of travel letters has declined with the modernization
of communication .... Modern readers might run into books derived from
e-mail messages or chat rooms, but long, intensely detailed letters are gone,
particularly for recording day-to-day adventures and discoveries on the road."
For the mid to late nineteenth-century heyday of the travel letter genre, see
Julia M. Gergits, "Letters" in Literature of Travel and Exploration: An Encyclopedia,
ed. Jennifer Speake (New York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2003) , 2:712-714.
25. The letter-writing mania in the second half of the nineteenth century is
covered by John Freeman, The Tyranny ofE-mail: The Four-Thousand- Year journey
to Your lnbox (New York: Scribner, 2009). In his book, Freeman even cites (p.
53) a humorous article by Drysdale, "Does Anybody Read Them?" New York
Times, November 6, 1887, which chronicled the astounding amount of political
campaign literature that kept winding up in his mailbox every day during an
electoral campaign season.
26. The growing importance of the war correspondent in the gathering of news
lifted the figure of the reporter from the ranks of anonymity and helped make
reporting an established occupation . See William E. Huntzicker, The Popular
Press, 1833-1865 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999) .
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Florida, began to emerge, and travel literature on the state reflected
these changes. Harriet Beecher Stowe, the most important Northern
writer to focus national attention on Florida, came to be a champion
for that hoped-for moral regeneration of the state. 28 She covered
her early years in Florida in a series of letter articles for the Christian
Union newspaper which were later published, with modifications,
in book form under the title Palmetto Leaves (1873). 29 Also in 1873,
the Florida travel letters of Amos J. Cummings (written under the
pseudonym of "Siska") appeared in the New York Sun. They reflected
the human interest approach increasingly adopted by the nation's
newspapers. 30 The "Siska" letters focused generally on the adventure
travel aspects of Florida (Cummings was an avid fisherman) and spe-

27.

After writing about Florida's glorious winter weather, its health benefits, and its
opportunities for boundless economic growth, Truman ended one of his travel
letters in the New York Times, December 14, 1865, with this burst of Reconstruction
exuberance: "In conclusion, I must say that I bespeak for Florida a glorious future.
I predict that peace, prosperity, wealth and happiness will be her lot. .. What may
we not expect of her, now that she has FREEDOM [author's emphasis] for her
guiding star?" Truman's championing of Florida's weather and economic future
would take a back seat to his interest in the American West and California after a
visit to both locales in 1866-67, and he would go on to become one of California's
biggest boosters through his articles in the New Ymn Times and as a publicist for
the Southern Pacific Railroad. See Gary F. Kurutz, Benjamin C. Truman: California
Booster and Bon Vivant (San Francisco: The Book Club of California, 1984) and
Richard J. Orsi, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad and the Development of the
American We5t, 1850-1930 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005) , 133-134.
28. H arriet Beecher Stowe arrived in Florida in March 1867. The work she
undertook in Florida is analyzed in John T. Foster,Jr. and Sarah Whitmer Foster,
Beechers, Stowes, and Yankee Strangers: The Transformation of Florida (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1999). Also see Olav Thulesius, Harriet Beecher Stowe
in Florida, 1967 to 1884 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2001). Harriet
Beecher Stowe was the sister of the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher.
29. Harrier Beecher Stowe, Palmetto Leaves (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
1999). The Christian Union newspaper was, at the time, edited by her brother,
Henry Ward Beecher.
30. Cummings, before his military service in the Civil War for which he was later
awarded the Medal of Honor, worked under Horace Greeley at the New York
Tribune. After the Civil War, he joined the New York Sun and was on the paper's staff
at the time when Drysdale joined. Cummings eventually entered politics and went
on to become a United States Representative from New York. For an excellent
work on Cummings' edited Florida letters, see Jerald T. Milanich, ed., Frolicking
Bears, Wet Vulture~", & Other Oddities; A New York City Journalist in Nineteenth-Century
FZorida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005). Cummings, like Truman,
would also find fertile ground in the western territories for his travel letters. These
have also been edited by Jerald T. Milanich in Amos Jay Cummings, A Rema.rkahle
Curiosity: Dispatches From A New York City Journalist's 1873 Railroad Trip, ed. Jerald
T. Milanich (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2008). Both books contain
biographical
introductions by Milanich on Cummings and his career.
excellent
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cifically on New Smyrna, a theme continued by Lawrence S. Kane in
his Florida travel letters that appeared in the New York Times in 187677.31 A simply titled Guide to Florida, whose author wrote under the
pseudonym "Rambler," appeared in 1873, possibly commissioned
by hotels and steamship companies. 32 In 1875, under contract with
an Atlantic Coast Line system of railroads eager to expand passenger traffic volume to the South, the poet Sidney Lanier published
Florida: Its Scenery, Climate, and History, a tourist guide to the state
extolling the supposed tourism appeal of what was a very rustic, perhaps still-backward state. 33 Finally, in 1875, Edward King published
The Great South, a compilation of travel letters covering his travels in
the South, including Florida, which had first appeared in serialized
form in Scribner's Monthly during 1873-1874. The series, written at
the insistence of Roswell Smith, one of the founders of Scribner
and Company, was crucial to a growing national rehabilitation of the
image held by Northerners of the South. Characterized by Robert

31.

32.

33.

Fishing and hunting, as Youngs points out, were recurring themes in the Florida
sporting scene in the 1870s and 1880s. See Youngs, "Sporting
Set",
62-67. For a
profile of Amos]. Cummings, fisherman, see: Fred Mather, My Angling Friends,
Being a Second Series of Sketches of Men I Have Fished With (New York: Forest and
Stream Publishing Company, 1901), 187-197. Kane's first travel letter from
Florida in 1876 makes reference to a close friend who had wintered in Florida
for the previous five seasons and who introduces him to the beauties of fishing
in New Smyrna. It appears that it is Cummings who introduces Kane to Florida
since the dates Kane cites agree with Cummings' visits to Florida and since the
men had known each other ever since their days at the Sun in the early 1870s
when Cummings was the paper's managing editor and Kane was its city editor.
Their friendship appears to have been so close that, when Kane died in 1884,
Cummings served as one of his pallbearers. During his career at the New York
Tirnes, Kane filled a number of positions and was the paper's financial editor
at the time of his death. For the first Florida travel letter written by Kane,
which begins with a long discussion of the great transportation difficulties in
merely getting to Florida, see L.S.K., "Experiences in Florida, A Winter Visit to
the Peninsula," New York Tirnes, December 14, 1876. For Kane's obituary and
funeral, see New York Tirnes, December 25, 1884; December 27, 1884.
Rembert W. Patrick offers this speculation in his introduction to the 1964
reprint of the book based on the number of hotel and steamship ads which
appeared in the original editions. Rembert W. Patrick, Guide to Florida,
Floridiana Facsimile & Reprint Series (1875; rept. , Gainesville:University of
Florida Press, 1964), xv.
Sidney Lanier, Florida: Its Scenery, Climate, and History, Floridiana Facsimile &
Reprint Series (1875; rept. , Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1973).
Lanier gave the particulars of the contract with the Atlantic Coast Line in a
letter to his wife. See Sydney Lanier to Mary Day Lanier, March 24, 1875, in
Charles R. Anderson and Aubrey H. Starke, eds., Sidney Lanier Letters, 18741877 (Baltimore, MD: The john Hopkins Press, 1945), 9:182-183.
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Underwood Johnson, at the time associated with Scribner's Monthly
and later editor of its successor magazine The Century, as "a masterly project ... conceived [by Smith] in magnanimity and sympathy,"
The Great South was also a call for Northern business penetration
alongside national reconciliation in spite of the later protestation
by Johnson that" ... surely there was little business advantage to be
developed from a region so near bankruptcy as the shattered South
of that day. "34 The themes of economic opportunity alongside moral
regeneration entered the Yankee discourse on Florida travel by the
close of the 1870s, joining the previous allures of health benefits,
a warm winter climate, and adventure travel in the minds of some
Americans. 35 These themes reflected the growing interests of a
Northern reading public and helped frame the future Florida travel
writings ofWilliam Drysdale.
After the series on Cuba and Mexico, Drysdale received a
commission to write a guide book to Glen Island, a summer dayexcursion attraction 20 miles from New York City on Long Island
Sound which opened in June 1880. The marketing ofleisure travel
and tourism increasingly provided the customer with options both
near and far, expensive and inexpensive. John H. Starin, former
New York congressman and founder and head of Starin Transporta34.

Robert Underwood Johnson , Remembered Yesterdays (Boston: Little Brown and
Co., 1923) , 96.
35. There are striking parallels between the American quest for overseas semicolonial interests and markets in the 1870s and growing Northern interest
in the American South and Florida beginning in the same period. In the
classic 1951 work, C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1913
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1951), 311, 396, Woodward
devoted an entire chapter to what he called "The Colonial Economy" in the
post-Reconstruction South and argued: "Like republics below the Rio Grande
the South was limited largely to the role of a producer of raw materials, a
tributary of industrial powers, an economy dominated by absentee owners." In
another chapter in the same work entitled "Philanthropy and the Forgotten
Man," Woodward went on to write: "The baffling social problems of the South,
which had frustrated Radical Reconstruction missionaries in the seventies,
Redeemers of the New-South School in the eighties and Populists in the
nineties, became in the first decade of the new [twentieth] century the main
laboratory for sociological experiments of organized Northern philanthropy
and its Southern agents." The continuing validity of the fundamental
questions raised by Woodward more than fifty years ago for "The New South"
are underscored by the essays in John B. Boles and Bethany L. Johnson, eds.,
Origins of the New South, Fifty Years Later: The Continuing Influence of a Historical
Classic (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003). Needless to add,
"The Great South" described by King would serve as a fitting setting to "The
New South" as envisioned by Henry Grady, editor of the Atlanta Constitution,
and
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tion, a con glomerate of railroad car floats, tugboats, and excu rsion
ferries in New York harbor, was probably very fami liar with Drysdale's city reporting on the waterfront and his writing skills.36 In
the Glen Island guidebook, Drysdale not only included a detailed
analysis of the sights to be viewed on the water voyage to the island
attraction, but also dabbled in a future interest in fiction by inserting a mystery short story on a supposed hidden treasure chest on
the island to be read during the island excursion.37 No signed Drysdale contribution appeared in the New York Times for the next four
years although his unsigned news items continued to be publish ed.
The hiatus from travel writing seems to have been connected to his
inability to venture far from New York City at a time when both his
mother and father were ailing. His mother died in October 1881
and his father followed in April 1882. 38 Soon after their deaths,
Drysdale resumed his travel reporting.
The focus of Drysdale's second series of travel articles in the

36.

In all probability, it was Drysdale who wrote the anonymous news article "Steam
Excursion Boats: A Vast and Growing Trade,John H. Starin's Great Enterprise,"
New York Times, March 21, 1880. The article describes the phenomenal growth
in the previous ten years of the summer one-day excursion business in New
York City. The use of humor in a similar anonymous news article "Excursions
On The Water: Arrangements for Barge Parties and Picnics," New York
Times, May 21 , 1883, is a signature of Drysdale 's writing, and this article can,
therefore, be more comfortably attributed to Drysdale. Paul Lancaster's
writing on the life and work ofJulian Ralph and Jerald T. Milanich's writing on
Amos J. Cummings faced similar difficulties in identifying and giving proper
attribution to anonymous news articles written by their respective subjects.
37. William Drysdale, A Trip to Glen Island and the Tale of the Wonderful TreasureChest Which Was Found There (New York: Starin's City, River, and Harbor
Transportation Company, Excursion Department, [1881 ?] ) . While sometimes
labeled a "summer resort," Gle n Island was more properly an amusement
or theme park, catering to an upper middle class market, since it was a
strictly daytime operation with no overnight lodging provided. At its height
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the theme park in New
Rochelle comprised seven islands with facilities for bathing, fishing, rowing,
picnicking, a bicycle track, a German-themed island with its own castle, beer
garden, Tyrolean music, singing entertainment, a natural history museum,
a zoo menagerie , and various · incursions into world-the med villages. See
New York Times July 18, 1897, and Jim Futrell, Amusement Parks of New Yorll
(Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2006) , 24. A marketing emphasis on
summer amusement was possible by the end of the nineteenth century as the
last vestiges of religious remorse over frivolous entertainment disappeared.
See Alexis McCrossen , Holy Day, Holiday: The American Sunday (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2000).
38. New York Times, October 28 , 1881; April 7, 1882; April 8, 1882; Lancaster Daily
Intelligencer, April 7, 1882.
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winter and spring of 1883 was the island of Bermuda. These writings provided the New Yorker with the opportunity to assume the
role of the American ''Yank" on British colonial soil. Written during
the coldest winter months, the travel letters clearly meant to appeal
to the winter vacationer of the Gilded Age seeking escape from
the cold. The letters described for the New York market the voyage on the "Orinoco" of the Quebec Steamship Line, the sights of
Bermuda and its splendid winter climate. 39 They also gave the correspondent opportunity to comment on various aspects of British
nineteenth-century customs, ambivalently viewed by most Americans with an egalitarian mixture of both awe and contempt. On
the British imperial presence in Bermuda, he wrote: "There are a
great many soldiers here and some sailors, and uniforms with men
inside of them are to be seen anywhere . They are very fine, most of
these uniforms; some of them are almost as gorgeous as the dress
of one of our drum majors. I am perfectly sure the Prince of Wales
is in Bermuda in disguise ."40 One of the travel letters is devoted
entirely to the visit by Princess Louise, daughter of Queen Victoria
and wife of the Marquess de Lome, at the time Governor General
of Canada, and the extensive preparations on the island for her arrival. As the ship launch with the princess onboard moved closer to
shore, the welcoming crowds were carefully described; the political
dignitaries on the dock landing, the well-dressed society ladies on
view on the street verandas, the American entourage (mostly fellow tourists) clustered outside the U.S. Consulate building, and, in
Drysdale's words, "the "darkies" everywhere. As the princess made
landfall and the official welcoming speeches began, Drysdale commented in a disdainful, if humorous, manner, "Please note that
whenever the royal family is mentioned, the word is begun with a
capital even down to 'Her subjects,' just as we capitalize the pro-

39. Given the extensive coverage devoted to the Quebec Steamship Company and
its vessels in Drysdale 's Bermuda and later British Caribbean travel letters, it
is probable that the company subsidized the author's travels in return for the
publicity received from his travel letters. The Quebec Steamship Company,
established in 1867 as the Quebec and Gulf Ports Steamship Company, had
secured in 1874 a contract from the Bermuda government for a New YorkHamilton service. In 1880, a service to the British West Indies began. For the
Quebec Steamship Company, see Edgar Andrew Collard, Passage to the Seas: The
Story of Canada Steamship Lines (Toronto: Doubleday Canada Limited, 1991),
75-78, and Brian J. Cudahy, Around Manhattan Island and Other Maritime Tales of
New York (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997) , 170-172.
40.
New
Times,
January 28, 1883.
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nouns indicating the Creator. In reply to this colonial taffy, the
Princess bowed, and said that she had a very pleasant voyage ."41
The well-received Bermuda series in early 1883 led to the
travel letter chronicles of an extended and rambling journey from
Pittsburgh to New Orleans. Beginning in October 1883, Drysdale
travelled along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers on a journey which
was ultimately interrupted by intervening and unexpected railroad
trips. This new series of travel letters gave Drysdale full opportunity
to record his travels and express his views on the South as a smug
New York Yankee. The vivid and entertaining letters were full of
local color and characters as Drysdale embarked on the first leg of
his trip on the riverboat "Starlight" from Pittsburgh to Cincinnati.
His first travel letter gives us a preview of his coverage of the Southern journey by focusing on the "darkies" loading the riverboat in
Pittsburgh with cargo in the early night while singing a lively Negro
tune under a driving rain . Drysdale commented that this scene
provided "the first indication that I was really 300 or 400 miles from
New-York, and approaching what once was the land of cotton." 42
After an uncomfortable overnight trip on the Ohio River in a miniscule boat cabin barely larger than the sheet on his bed, Drysdale
arrived at Wheeling, West Virginia, to be greeted not only by a festive holiday parade of Germans but also by a low river which forced
him to complete his trip to Cincinnati by rail. In his next travel
letter, the author commented on the dress of the parade goers at
the ·wheeling train station ("The fashion plates of 15 bygone generations would not do justice to their costumes"), and described a
41.

New Yo-rk Times, February 6, 1883. Duncan McDowall, in his book on the
history of tourism in Bermuda, cites the visit of Princess Louise to the islands
in 1883 and contends that the coverage devoted to it in the New Yo-rk Times was
pivotal in the rise of tourism in Bermuda. According to McDowall, "Mter the
departure of Princess Louise and her American journalistic shadow [Drysdale],
Bermuda would never again be the same." Louise's visit and the marvelous
Tirnes coverage did not open the floodgates of tourism ....But together they
sowed the seed of an image that Bermuda was a regal place to visit, where the
right kind of Americans mingled with the right kind of colonials and where
the torments of North American life were dissolved by the warm Gulf Stream."
See Duncan McDowall, Anothn Wodd: Bnmuda and the Rise of ModeTn TouTism
(London and Basingtoke: Macmillan Education, Ltd ., 1999), 31. Although
McDowall quotes extensively in his book from Drysdale's 1883 Bermuda travel
letters published in the New Yo-rk Times and correctly points out their great
importance to the beginnings of Bermuda's tourism industry and its ties to the
Northeast US market, he never identifies Drysdale by name as the author of
the letters.
New YOTk Times, November 18, 1883.

42.
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virtual riot of 300 drunken Grangers on board the train. Upon arriving in Cincinnati, Drysdale booked passage to New Orleans on
the riverboat "Paris C. Brown."43
The trip on the "Paris C. Brown" was full of misadventures
which led to detours on the way to New Orleans. Mter commenting
on the poor conditions on the boat ("the state-rooms were small,
dark, unwholesome, and the bedding unclean"), the passengers
from the South and West ("there were two or three among them
who could sit 15 feet away from the spittoon and not miss it by
more than six inches on either side"), and the Southern cuisine
on board ("plenty of hot bread, hot corn-cakes, and meat fried in
oceans of fat"), Drysdale recounts a violent and very public tussle
between two black crew members, one of whom placed a hex on
the other, which cast a foreboding shadow on the start of the river
journey. 44 The incident set the tone for a travel letter entitled "A
Steam-Boat Bewitched" covering the perilous journey of the "Paris
C. Brown" through the falls south of Louisville which, with the river water level low, led to the scraping of the boat's bottom, failed
attempts at patchwork repairs, and, ultimately, an end to the water journey in Paducah. Resuming the journey to New Orleans by
train, Drysdale proceeded to Memphis, Little Rock, Hot Springs
(where he stayed in the region for some days with a recently made
acquaintance), Marshall (Texas), Shreveport, and, from there, finally connecting with a steamboat for the trip down the Red River
to New Orleans. Each of these adventure stops merited at least one
travel letter. They offered New Yorkers a glimpse into exotic regions unexplored by the public imagination and now exposed by
the expanded, though not as yet fully integrated, transportation
links to the South and Southwest. Drysdale, fresh from his Bermuda experience a little more than six months previously, wrote also
on what he called the "artie weather in the so-called sunny South"
after spending some frigid days while in Texas and Louisiana, an
experience which in later years always led him to steer New York
winter vacationers to much warmer regions. 45
From New Orleans, Drysdale planned to take a steamship di43.
44.

New York Times, November 25, 1883.
On the change in mood which the incident caused among the crew who
witnessed it aboard the boat, Drysdale wrote, "Here are 30 negro roustabouts
on deck, and 20 or 30 negro servants in the cabin, all as superstitious as so
many natives in the interior of Africa. " See New York Times, December 9, 1883.
New
Times,
February 10, 1884; February 14, 1884.
45.
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rectly to Key West and from there connect with a schooner to Nassau
where he intended to meet a friend from New York in mid-February
1884. 46 Finding once in New Orleans that his steamship to Key West
was hard aground off the Florida coast and would not reach New Orleans anytime soon, Drysdale chose to take an unexpected detour by
rail, crossing the Florida peninsula twice to reach Cedar Keys where
he could pick up another steamer to Key West. 47 His travels and unexpected discoveries in the wilderness of Florida produced Drysdale's
first travel letters focusing on his adventures in the state. Mter a dreary
and very cold overnight railroad trip from New Orleans through the
Florida panhandle almost to Jacksonville, Drysdale changed trains
just outside of Jacksonville at Baldwin (" ... a charming little rural station ... and from all I have heard of this place I cannot be too thankful
that when our train reached there it was too dark for anything of it to
be seen"), and backtracked across the state in a southwesterly direction to Cedar Keys, at the time the only way to reach the destination by
rail. 48 His train arrived several hours late at Cedar Keys after covering
a distance of about 100 miles in 13 hours. Drysdale noted, "We have
since learned that the later you get to Cedar Keys the better you are
off, and the happiest man is he who misses his train and never gets
here." 49 Mter finding that he would have to wait for four days until
the steamboat arrived for his journey to Key West and not looking
forward to an extended stay at Cedar Keys, he fortuitously ran into
three acquaintances from New York on a winter hunting expedition
and hitched a ride with them in their boat down the west coast to
Palma Sola on Tampa Bay, the last steam-boat landing on their route.
On the trip south, the temperature rose, the heavy overcoats came off,
and Drysdale was introduced to the fabled tropical winter climate, the
46.

The New York friend was Robert W. Parsons, holder of the New York to Nassau
mail contract which was later held in conjunction with the Ward Steamship
Line, more properly known as the New York and Cuba Mail Steamship Line.
Drysdale 's friendship with Parsons might date back to Drysdale 's travels to Cuba
and Mexico in 1879 and his subsequent news reporting on New York shipping
matters. Parsons later helped negotiate with the Bahamian government Henry
Flagler's steamship contract between Miami and Nassau which would lead
to an expansion of Flagler's overseas shipping interests and the building of
Flagler's Colonial Hotel in Nassau. Parsons became a vice president in Flagler's
railroad line and, eventually, president of Flagler's Peninsular and Occidental
Steamship Company.
47. Cedar Key at the time was referred to as "Cedar Keys." The latter spelling has
been retained throughout the article.
48. New York Times, March 23, 1884.
49. Ibid.
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solitude, and the fishing of southwest Florida.
Intending to initially stay for only one night before catching the
steamship to Key West, his visit to Palma Sola stretched to two weeks.
These first Florida travel letters reflect the adventure travel themes
which had characterized much of the travel writing on the state since
the Civil War. In his first travel letter from Palma Sola, as he described
the enchanting tropical scenery of the isolated settlement from the
verandah of the small but charming hotel, Drysdale discovered in a
newspaper several weeks old the death notice ofjohn B. Wood, famed
night editor (known as "The Great American Condenser" for his skills
with the editing pen) of The New York Sun with whom he had worked
during his apprentice years ten years earlier. He briefly digressed to
engage in a very personal and moving tribute to his departed mentor.50 Mter this sentimental interlude, he resumed his narrative and
detailed a delicious Florida dinner: "All the luxuries of Southern
Florida were there-great big clams, beautifully fried; the sweetest of
oysters from Sarasota, served raw; an abundance of fresh vegetables
just out of the garden; fresh, ripe Florida oranges, and a great dish of
guava jelly, homemade, from Manatee County guavas". With such an
auspicious start, Drysdale went on to write many of his Florida travel
letters on the adventure topics of fishing, alligator-hunting, and sailing expeditions in Palma Sola. 51 As he himself acknowledged, "I never
saw or heard of this country till two weeks ago .. .It was good fortune
(and the yacht Mallory) that brought me here, for after visiting nearly
all the warm countries frequented by Americans-Cuba, Mexico, Bermuda, Yucatan, Texas, Louisiana, and many of the smaller West India
islands-! like the west coast of Florida best of all." 52 His accidental detour through Florida not only produced his first pages devoted to the
50.

New York Times, April 6, 1884. John B. Wood would serve as the model for
one of the characters in Drysdale's 1895 juvenile novel The Young Reporter.
Drysdale 's writing technique of providing glimpses into his own p ersonality
throughout his travel letters would, in addition to his use of humor, greatly add
to his popularity among his newspaper readers.
51. New York Times, April13, 20, and 27,1884. The most extensive series of adventure
travel letters, fifty in total, focusing on Florida during this period appear to be
those written by Francis R. Stebbins in reference to the Indian River region
written for the Adrian Daily Times and Expositor in Adrian, Michigan. See Carolyn
Baker Lewis, ed., The Winter Sailor: Francis R Stebbins on Florida s Indian River,
1878-1888 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2004).
52. New York Times, April6, 1884. Dysdale 's articles on Palma Sola were so laudatory
that a local settler had them reprinted in pamphlet form, setting off a shortlived local real estate boom. See William Drysdale, Palma Sola: The Youngest and
Largest Town in Florida (New York: Broun & Green, 1884).
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state but also kindled in him an interest in Florida that would last for
the next twenty years. Coincidentally, the wilderness of the west coast
of Florida would also come to the attention of the rest of the country
in the same year with the arrival of Henry Bradley Plant's railroad to
Tampa.
Drysdale eventually caught a steamer from Palma Sola to Key
West where he transferred to a schooner for Nassau. On the trip
to Key West, he struck up a conversation with the editor of a Key
West black newspaper who characterized it as" .. .a Spanish town set
down in America, with a lot of American customs and styles m ixed
in." 53 In this travel letter Drysdale also discussed the Key West overseas railroad project, expressing skepticism as to its feasibility ("Its
enterprising projectors, who would build 60 miles of track across
part of the ocean, will not need to go further than Coney Island
or Long Branch to see what a lively storm will do to even a sixteenth of a mile of ocean pier") .54 During his Key West stay at the
Russell House Hotel, Drysdale would explore the city and write on
its many Cuban restaurants, its many cigar factories and stores, its
many mosquitoes, and, while trying to buy a good pair of shoes, the
peculiar footwear (narrow and high heeled) worn by the Cubans.55
Sailing to Nassau, he remained in the Bahamas for two weeks and
returned back to New York early in March 1884.
Drysdale's two week winter stay in Nassau would translate il).tO
a later residence spanning two years. In late August 1884, he again
embarked for Nassau (this time not on a sailing schooner but on
a Ward Steamship Line luxury liner) with a project to establish a
winter resort hotel at Waterloo, next to Fort Montagu on the then
eastern fringes of Nassau, in partnership with Warren F. Leland,
a well-known New York hotelier. 5 6 For more than a year, Drysdale
wrote almost weekly articles on Nassau and the Bahamas. Inter53.
54.
55.
56.

New York Times, May 4, 1884.
Ibid.
Ibid. May 11 , 1884.
Drysdale had experienced first-hand the running of a resort hotel in 1883
during his stay in Bermuda when he had used his printing experience to
help George C. Mead, manager of the Hamilton Hotel where he was staying,
print the hotel's dinner menus. Drysdale recounts his views on the running
of the hotel in an article he wrote on the unexpected and sudden death of
Mead a few short weeks later. See William Drysdale, "A Model Landlord: The
Death of George C. Mead, of the Hamilton Hotel," New York Times, May 29,
1883. For the peculiar appeal of hotel ownership to newspapermen and their
lifestyle and the hotel experience ofjournalist and publicist George A. Crofutt,
see J. Valerie Fifer, American Progress, 216-221. Warren F. Leland was a well
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spersed with these were travel letters from the cities of Santiago
and Cienfuegos, the result of a short voyage on the Ward Steamship Line route from New York and Nassau which continued to
the south coast of Cuba. 57 While the hotel project, designed to
compete with the venerable crown colony-owned Royal Victoria
Hotel, never came to fruition, his extended stay during the winter of 1884-85 produced a series of articles on the Bahamas, later
published, along with some of his previous articles on Cuba, as In
Sunny Lands: Out-Doo-r Life in Nassau and Cuba ( 1885). 58 Drysdale
found much to fault in the so-called tropical indolence of the
Bahamian blacks. 59

57.

58.

59.

known hotel-chain manager who eventually managed the old Windsor Hotel
in Jacksonville before the city's 1901 fire. See New York Times, April 5, 1899.
Drysdale's hotel experiment at Waterloo would eventually become a reality
forty years later when the Fort Montagu Beach Hotel, one of the icons of the
Bahamian tourism industry in the mid-twentieth century, opened on the site
in 1926. For a brief history of the Fort Montagu Beach Hotel, with no mention
of Drysdale, see Angela B. Cleare, History of Tou·rism in the Bahamas: A Global
Perspective (Philadelphia: Xlibris, 2007), 65.
Louis A. Perez cites Drysdale's Cuba travel letters in Louis A. Perez, Slaves,
Sugar & Colonial Society: Travel Accounts of Cuba, 1801-1899 (Wilmington, DE:
Scholarly Resources, 1992). The Ward Steamship Line would gain notoriety
years later for the legendary fire off the New Jersey coast in 1934 aboard one of
its larger vessels, the "Morro Castle." That incident has captured the attention
of writers ever since to the detriment of general studies on the line's history
and its impact on Cuban and Bahamian travel and commerce with the United
States. For a general history of the Ward line, see Michael Alderson, "History
of the [Ward] Line," Ward Line, http://www.wardline.com/page/page/4557564.
htm (accessed September 13, 2010). For the most recent book on the "Morro
Castle" disaster, see Brian Hicks, When the Dancing Stopped: The Real Story of the
Morro Castle Disaster and Its Deadly Wake (New York: Free Press, 2006).
William Drysdale, In Sunny Lands: Out-Door Life in Nassau and Cuba (New York:
Harper & Bros, 1885). Many of Drysdale's travel letters on Nassau were also
published at the time in the Nassau Guardian. When published in book form ,
Drysdale 's letters were widely seen as one of the best sources of information
on the Bahamas. Louis Dis ton Powles, a past court justice in the Bahamas,
drew extensively from Drysdale's letters in his own 1888 book on the Bahamas,
and the Ward Steamship Line, in a guide book it published also in 1888 on
Nassau, Cuba, and Mexico, quoted liberally from Drysdale's Nassau letters.
See Louis Diston Powles, The Land of the Pink Pearl or Recollections of Life in the
Bahamas (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington , Ltd., 1888)
and Edmund Collins, Guide to Nassau, Cuba, and Mexico (New York: James E.
Ward & Co., 1888).
Drysdale remains a controversial figure among historians of the Bahamas
because of his views towards blacks. See Michael Craton and Gail Saunders,
Islanders in the Stream, A History of the Bahamian People (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1998), 2:107-11; and Ian Gregory Strachan, Paradise and
Plantation: Tourism and Culture in the Anglophone Caribbean (Charlottesvi lle:
University of Virginia Press, 2002), 10-11, 97, 100-12.
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Soon after his return to New York late in the spring of 1885,
Drysdale married Adelaide Louise Bigelow, only daughter of Alden
B. Bigelow, one of the founders of Cranford, New Jersey.5° William
and Adelaide spent their honeymoon in Quebec, a stay which produced three articles by Drysdale on the region. Late in September,
1885, Drysdale embarked on a month-long ocean voyage from
New York to the Leeward and Windward Islands on the brand-new
"Trinidad" of the Quebec Steamship Line which led to a series of
articles from October 1885 to April 1886 on the British Caribbean
colonies of St. Kitts, Montserrat, Antigua, Dominica, Barbados, Tobago, and Trinidad. He wrote two additional articles on the French
island colony of Martinique. In many of these articles on the British Caribbean islands, a growing anti-British attitude was evident
in his writings as he satirically portrayed the comings and goings
of British colonial governors in the midst of a growing American
economic influence in the region.
In the spring of 1886, due probably to a combination of factors including Adelaide's sense of homesickness and a growing
disenchantment with Nassau over the failed hotel project, Drysdale
closed his home at Waterloo, moved all his belongings to NewJersey
and set up house in Cranford. His racist criticisms of blacks, already present in his 1883-1884 articles on the American South, had
become more virulent as his frustrations in the Bahamas mounted.
The charming Bahamian tropical climate of a year before was now
to blame for all his mildewed possessions. Some of his most biting criticism, however, was reserved for the white Bahamian ruling
clique which, in Drysdale's view, exploited the islanders, residents
and visitors alike, for its own benefit and which he scathingly portrayed in the letter "Ali Baba's Forty Thieves; Their Descendants
Still Operating in the Tropics," which later appeared as a pamphlet
in 1887. 61 With his Bahamian adventure behind him, Drysdale now
began in New Jersey a period of commuter/suburban bliss with his
young bride as chronicled in a series of articles on life in Cranford
in the fall 1886. The lure of adventure and winter warmth soon
worked its mysterious magic, however, and Drysdale returned to
the Caribbean, this time to the island ofJamaica by way of the Atlas
Steamship Line in November 1887. This trip produced an extend60.
61.

New York Times, August 27, 1885.
William Drysdale, Ali Baba's Forty Thieves: Or Nassau, N.P (Key West: Key West
News, Co., 1887). The travel letter originally appeared in the New York Times,
May 23, 1886.
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ed series of articles on the island published between January and
September 1888.
The year 1889 proved to be pivotal for Drysdale and Florida.
On February 9, a brief news item appeared in The New York Times
which simply read: "Mr. William Drysdale, the well-known metropolitan journalist, lies dangerously ill at his home in Cranford, N J."
The illness may have been the first indication of the heart disease
which eventually claimed his life. In search as much for health and
recovery as comfort and adventure, he returned that March to a
Florida markedly different from the one he had first seen five years
before, one increasingly attracting many new visitors to the state.
In those intervening years, much of Florida had been profoundly transformed by Henry B. Plant, head of the Southern Express
Company and a growing railroad empire based in Savannah, Georgia, and Henry M. Flagler, partner of john D. Rockefeller and one
of the main stockholders in the newly created Standard Oil Trust. 62
The state now combined the pleasures of exclusive resort life with
the fabled pristine wilderness. In 1888 Flagler opened the exquisite Ponce de Leon Hotel in St. Augustine, and Plant announced
his own plans for a luxurious hotel in Tampa which opened in 1891
as the Tampa Bay Hotel. These two hotels would be only the first
in their respective chains of Florida resort hotels. In January 1888,
the Pullman Car Company, in cooperation with the Pennsylvania
Railroad, the Atlantic Coast Line and the Savannah, Florida and
Western Railroad (better known as the Plant System) inaugurated
the winter-season Florida special to whisk travelers in luxurious ves62.

Various studies on the life of Henry Flagler exist ranging from the landm ark
study by Sidney Walter Martin , first published in 1949, to the more recent
biography by Edward N. Akin published in 1988. See Sidney Walter Martin,
Florida's Flagler (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1949); Edward N. Akin,
Flagler, Rockefeller Partner and Florida Baron (Kent, OH: Kent State University
Press, 1988). Henry Plant's life has not been as well studied and researchers
still rely on the semi-official biography published by his pastor the year before
Plant's death. See G. Hutchinson Smyth, The Life of Henry Bradley Plant, Founder
and President of the Plant System of Railroads and Steamships and Also of the Southern
Express Company (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1898). Sydney Walter Martin
also did a study on the life of Henry Plant which, while a very good summary,
is not as in-depth as his study on Flagler. See Sydney Walter Martin, "Henry
Bradley Plant" in Georgians in Profile: Historical &says in Honor of Ellis Merton
Coulter, ed. Horace Montgomery (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1958) ,
261-276. For a more recent, popular biography of Plant see Kelly Reynolds,
Henry Plant, Pioneer Empire Builder (Cocoa: The Florida Historical Society,
2003). A more focused study on the Flagler/Plant relationship during the
crucial1888-1892 period isJesus Mendez, "1892-A Year of Crucial Decisions
in Florida," Florida Historical Quarterly 88, no. 1 (2009):83-106.
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tibule railcars between New York City and Jacksonville in only 30
hours. 63 In addition, Ward G. Foster established in the same year
the "Ask Mr. Foster" travel agency in St. Augustine. The era of Florida winter resort vacations and true pleasure tourism had begun
just as Drysdale's illness seemed to signal an end to his own active
adventure travels and the beginning of more sedate journeys. 54 In
a departure from his earlier solo travels, Drysdale was accompanied on his March 1889 trip to Florida by a close friend who had
been at his bedside during his illness and the wives of both men. As
Drysdale notes in the first installment of this second series of travel
letters on Florida, "With a determination to go everywhere and pay
ourselves in good measure for what we had gone through, our only
definite plan at the outset was to do the grand society set first for a
week at the gorgeous Ponce de Leon [Hotel in St. Augustine] and
then slip quietly into flannel shirts and float about wherever the
fates drifted us. "65
Drysdale's articles on St. Augustine focused on the town's
growth, what he saw as its lazy inhabitants (both the resident
Hispanics he calls the Dons and blacks), and its lack of old-time authenticity. According to Drysdale, however, the Dons were already
in danger of disappearing as progressive Northerners were transforming the town ("The recent improvements, the prohibition law,
63. New YoTk Times, January 10, 1888.
64. Although much of the current literature on tourism accepts Valene Smith's
definition of the tourist as "a temporarily leisured person who voluntarily visits
a place away from home for the purpose of experiencing a change," such a
definition would necessarily include early adventure travelers who merely
substituted hard work at home for hard work in traveling with only a change in
the nature and setting of the work. See Valene Smith, ed., Hosts and Guests: The
Anthropology of Tourism, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1989), 1. The figure of the modern tourist is theoretically analyzed by Dean
MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1976). In an updated introduction to a
later edition (1989), MacCannell comments on possible postmodern critiques
of his work while a foreword by Lucy R. Lippard added to the 1999 edition
places the work in the context of travel studies by the end of the twentieth
century. For the historical emergence of the mass tourism phe nomenon and
its impact on travel writing and letters in the 1860s and 1870s in the American
context, see Jeffrey Alan Melton , Mark Twain, Travel Books, and Tourism: The Tide
of a Great Popular Movement (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002),
1-58. On the general phenomenon of tourism, Piers Brendon has, perhaps,
stated it best when he wrote "tourism is the discovery of the well-known
(whereas travel is the discovery of the ill-known and exploration the discovery
of the unknown)." See Brendon, Thomas Cook, 63.
65. New York Times, March 24, 1889.
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and the quality of the firewater clandestinely sold have proved too
much for them and they have almost disappeared") . 66 He surveyed
the historical sites around town and, after showing some skepticism
about their historical claims, wrote, in a back-handed comment,
"Though it is not so quaint an old town, nor so sleepy and lazy,
nor yet so distinctively Spanish as one might imagine to read about
it, St. Augustine is a pleasant place." 67 He described in detail his
arrival at the Ponce de Leon Hotel (down to his check-in and the
furniture placement in his room No . 112) and provided his readers
with an overview of the other Flagler hotels.58 The Ponce de Leon
Hotel (one of the "Southern palaces built for Northern millionaires") deeply impressed him. 69
Yet, not too far from the resort town, south on the St. Johns River,
one could as easily find the pristine natural beauty of Silver Springs as
the indolent white settlers of Grahamville, so typical, according to Drysdale, of the sleepy Southerner.70 There was, for him, the contrast of
Jupiter, Florida's town of the future, with Titusville, a most uninviting
place to be stranded on a Sunday with no railroad service and nothing to drink but foul water. 71 Upon reaching Jupiter by steamboat, he
lamented not being able to continue all the way south and through
66. Ibid., April14, 1889.
67. Ibid. In a travel letter three years later in reference to St. Augustine, Drysdale
wrote "The Spaniards are gone and the only trademarks they have left in St.
Augustine are the old fort and the ruins of a city wall. There is nothing in the
least Spanish about any of the old buildings, not even the oldest of them; and
as to the Seminoles, they have reached the bead-work stage, which is next to
annihilation." New York Times, February 17, 1892.
68. Ibid., April 28, 1889.
69. Ibid . Reiko Hillyer argues that the orchestration of an exotic Spanish colonial
past in the creation of St. Augustine as a winter resort was part of a broader
post-Civil War effort to rewrite history, erase conflictive sectional memories
among wealthy Northerners and ensure their investments for a prosperous
New South. See Reiko Hillyer, "The New South in the Ancient City: Flagler's
St. Augustine Hotels and Sectional Reconciliation," The journal ofDecorative and
Propaganda Arts: The American Hotel25 (2005): 104-135.
70. New York Times, May 19, 1889. Grahamville, on the banks of the Ocklawaha
River, no longer exists but is immortalized in the writings of Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings, especially in The Yearling (1938; rept., n. p.: Berne Convention, 1999).
71. New York Times, June 23, 1889; June 30, 1889. Drysdale's comments on
Titusville drew the ire of the editor of the Florida Star, the Titusville newspaper.
The editor wrote, "The editorial page of the last issue of the Lakeland Cracker
contains an extract from a letter written to the New York Times [sic] recently
by a fellow named William Drysdale in which letter the writer virtually abuses
Titusville in the most unmeasured terms. It is so contemptibly written that
anyone with good judgment will see that Drysdale tried to vent his spleen on
Titusville because he had to stay over here on Sunday." Florida Star, July 24,
1889.
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the south-east-coast wilderness to Biscayne Bay, Miami, Cocoanut [sic]
Grove, and Cutler: "But it was impossible with our heavy artillery (the
trunks) and all the impediments that go to make up either an army
or a family except infantry." 72 Yet wishing to recapture some of his past
adventure travels, and insinuating to his travelling companions a wish
to continue south, the reply swiftly came: "'Further!' one of the ladies
exclaimed when I delicately hinted the subject to her at jupiter. 'Further! I feel as if we were a thousand miles away from civilization now. "'73
Retracing their steps, he crossed the state by rail for a return visit after
an absence of five years to a progressive, and unrecognizable, Tampa with a stop at newly built Port Tampa. A return to a now-desolate
Palma Sola, where the inevitable economic "bust" had followed the
unprecedented earlier "boom", produced one of Drysdale's most melancholy articles74 • Finally, squeezed into the Florida itinerary, a quick
trip to Havana from Port Tampa only serves to remind us of Cuba's
ever-present role in the destinies of the state. 75
Apart from marking Drysdale's return to Florida, the year 1889
also signaled a shift in his professional career. It appears his bout
with illness forced him to cut back on hectic city reporting assignments and, encouraged his fiction and travel writing on a contract
basis as an outlet and source of income. In late 1889, the first of
four short stories appeared in the New York Times. 76 In addition, he
began work on his first book of fiction, The Princess of Montserrat; A
Strange Narrative of Adventure and Peril on Land and Sea ( 1890), a romance novel set in the Caribbean. 77 His longest continuous series
of signed articles in the New York Times, including many on Florida,
were published from mid-1889 to mid-1893 when he averaged a
signed article once every two weeks, indicating that he either sharply curtailed his anonymous news reporting activities or abandoned
them altogether to devote time to his travels and fiction writing. 78
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.

78.

New York Times, June 9, 1889.
Ibid.
Ibid., November 3, 1889.
lbid.,July 14, 1889.
Ibid., December 22, 1889.
Drysdale's view of creative writing as a source of income is best seen in the
brief preface to the book entitled "The Author's Advice to the Book" which
opens "Go out, my child, into the broad world, and act well your part, which
is to interest your readers, to amuse them, and to SELL [his emphasis] ." See
William Drysdale, The Princess of Montserrat: A Strange Narrative of Adventure and
Peril on Land and Sea (Albany, NY: Albany Book Company, 1890).
Drysdale's obituary in the New York Times alludes to the gradual reduction of his dayto-day reporting chores at the newspaper. See New York Times, September 21, 1901.
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Along with the Florida series, Drysdale also wrote letters on Puerto
Rico as well as a final series on Bermuda.
Drysdale's letters from Florida during these years, always
published during the cold winter months, focused primarily on
its west coast and the regions covered by the Plant System of railroads, hotels and steamship lines. They bear little resemblance to
the frontier adventure travel letters of old.79 As he noted in late
1890 in a column covering the upcoming 1890-9lwinter resort
season, "Every year brings improvement [in Florida], not only in
the accommodations, but in the travelling facilities." 80 Drysdale's
Florida letters now focused on the growth of the region, and they
chronicled his various railroad travels in the state alongside Henry
B. Plant. 81 The letters covered the opening of Plant's Tampa Bay
Hotel; the expansion of the phosphate mining, lumbering, winter vegetable, orange, and sugar cane industries; and the growing
towns in the Central Florida area (Orlando, Winter Park, Maitland, Sanford, Eustis, and others) covered by Plant's South Florida
railroad. Lamenting that "In a large number of Florida towns the
use of paint is apparently wholly unknown," Drysdale assured his
readers "there are too many New-Englanders in Winter Park and
in most of the towns of Orange County to let things go to ruin in
this way." 82 Even when the travel letters turned to traditional adventure travel subjects like the warm winter climate or sport fishing,
it was in the business context of whether a cold winter snap would

79.

The story of the Plant System which integrated railroads, hotels, and steamship
lines is covered in Gregg M. Turner and Seth H. Bramson, The Plant System of
Railroads, Steamships and Hotels:The South's First Great Industrial Enterprise (Laurys
Station, PA: Garrigues House, 2004).
80. New York Times, November 9, 1890.
81. Plant quickly came to appreciate the publicity value of Drysdale's Florida travel
letters and personally escorted him to and placed at his disposal all types of
facilities . What would turn out to be Drysdale's last Florida travel letter was
on a fishing expedition to Southwest Florida with Henry Plant himself in his
private railroad car. See New York Times, May 7, 1893. In return, Drysdale was
very complimentary of Plant and saw him as a pioneer in the development of
Florida. See New York Times, February 15, 1891.
82. New York Times, February 21, 1892. It appears that Drysdale had his Maitland
winter headquarters, at least in his early Florida years, at the Park House Hotel,
erected in 1878 by James M. Willcox, a businessman from Philadelphia. The
Park House also attracted a series of notable visitors to early Maitland. See
Alfred Jackson Hanna, Fort Maitland: Its Origins and History (Maitland, FL:
The Fort Maitland Committee, 1936) , 16-17. In his later travel le tters from
Maitland, Drysdale refers to living during the winter season at a house near the
Maitland
train2010
station.
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harm the orange crop or how the new Plant steamer "Tarpon" had
opened up the lower Southwest coast of Florida to fishing enthusiasts.83 Drysdale's travel letters come to reflect an ever-growing
Northern interest in the economic possibilities of the South and
Florida and the state's inevitable material progress. In addition,
the timing and frequency of Drysdale's Florida travel letters in the
New York Times, at a time when the leisure tourism industry in the
state was beginning to reach a critical mass, has few parallels in the
history of tourism promotion, or product placement, in the United
States. 84
From mid-1893 until late 1896, no signed newspaper articles
by Drysdale appeared in The New York Times. By 1893, the New York
Times was seeing a decline in circulation and experiencing serious
financial difficulties, and these two factors may have contributed to
Drysdale 's absence in its pages during these years.85 Newspaper reporting was a demanding craft best suited for an independent young
man in the prime of life, and Drysdale, by this time, was middle aged,
probably not in the best of health and had multiple family responsibilities. He began devoting more of his time to writing freelance
articles and fiction. Perhaps because of some disenchantment at
the reception his adult novel The Princess of Montserrat had earlier
received, he shifted his efforts to juvenile literature, most probably
through the influence of Kirk Munroe, a former colleague at The
New York Sun and an established children's book author after having
been the first editor of Harper's Young People. 86 Drysdale's first juve83.
84.

New York Times, February 19, 1893; March 19, 1893.
The letters also began to be published shortly after the yellow fever outbreaks
in Florida in 1887 and 1888 when renewed confidence in the state's tourism
industry was much needed. See Mendez, "1892-A Year of Crucial Decisions
in Florida," 87-88. To label Florida tourism in the 1880s and 1890s as mass
tourism is probably premature even if many of its characteristics were already
in evidence. Most historians would probably agree that mass tourism is
a phenomenon that only fully develops in Florida during World War I and
shortly after although David Nelson argues that it is a later phenomenon that
develops in the 1930s. Nevertheless, a growing upper middle class, aspiring
in many respects to imitate the upper class, was already venturing in larger
numbers to Florida by the 1880s. For Nelson 's analysis of the development of
a middle class mass tourism in Florida in the 1930s, see David Nelson, "When
Modern Tourism Was Born: Florida at the World Fairs and on the World Stage
in the 1930s," Florida Historical Quarterly 88, no. 4 (201 0): 435-468.
85. On the decline and subsequent resurgence of the New York Times in the decade
of the 1890s, see Elmer Davis, History of The New York Times, 1851-1921 (New
York: New York Times, 1921) , 155-242; and Meyer Berger, The Story of The New
York Times, 1851-1951 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1951) , 87-128.
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nile short stories began appearing in 1893 in Harper's Young People, a
leading competitor to St. Nicholas and The Youth's Companion in the
field of children's periodicals. 87 In 1894, his first novel in the juvenile literature genre, The Mystery of Abel Forefinger, was published by
Harper and Brothers after having been earlier serialized in Harper's
Young People. In the novel, young hero Larry Kirkwood e1~oys a series
of adventures sailing to Bermuda, the Bahamas, Cuba, Mexico, St.
Kitts, Martinique, St. Lucia, Tobago, and Trinidad, retracing a composite of the same adventures Drysdale himself had chronicled in
his newspaper travel letters since 1879. His second novel, The Young
Reporter: A Story ofPrinting House Square (1895), and most of his subsequent fiction books, were published by W.A. Wilde of Boston, a press
that specialized in the publication of Christian and morally uplifting
literature. The Young Reporter is the most autobiographical of all of
Drysdale's juvenile fiction books. It chronicles the struggles of Dick
Sumner, a young reporter who through clean living and hard work
achieves success. Among Dick's travel assignments as a reporter, we
find a remarkably faithful recompilation of Drysdale's earlier travels to Mexico and Cuba, the American South and Southwest, and
Puerto Rico. In addition, Dick's transformation from newspaperman to novelist in the book is clearly autobiographical and provides
86.

There are a number of parallels in the lives of Kirk Munroe and William
Drysdale. Both started their professional careers as journalists at the New York
Sun during the early 1870s and were associated in the publication of their
juvenile fiction literature with Harper and Brothers in New York and W.A.
Wilde in Boston. Both are also very important in Florida's history with Munroe
writing a number of books set in Florida. The most famous , and perhaps the
best is The Flamingo Feather (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1887). Finally,
Munroe is closely associated with Coconut Grove in South Florida while
Drysdale is associated with Maitland in Central Florida. For a more detailed
study of Kirk Munroe and his juvenile fiction books, along with a selection
of his popular journal articles on Florida, see Irving A. Leonard, The Florida
Adventures of Kirk Munroe (Chuluota, FL: Mickler House Publishers, 1975).
87. The second half of the nineteenth century, especially after the Civil War, was
a golden age for juvenile literature, and children's periodicals were crucial
in shaping views of citizenship in the United States among the adolescent
population. See Lorinda B. Cohoon, Serialized Citizenship: Periodicals, Books,
and American Boys, 1840-1911 (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, Inc. ,
2006). For a discussion of Harper's Young People, its impact on the field of
children's periodicals in the late nineteenth century, and the magazine's many
contributors, see Mary Jane Roggenbuck, "Twenty Years of Harper's Young
People," The HornBook Magazine 53, no.l (1977): 29-35. For a general discussion
of the various Harper and Brothers literary magazines-Ha·rper's Weekly,
Harper's New Monthly Review, Harper's Bazar [sic], and Harper's Young People-see
John Gray Laird Dowgray, "A History of Harper's Literary Magazines, 18501900" (PhD diss. University ofWisconsin-Madison, 1956).
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much insight into how Drysdale saw his own evolution as a writer
from 1889 to 1894.
Drysdale published his third juvenile novel, The Fast Mail: The
Story of a Train Boy, in 1896. The Fast Mail is Drysdale's quintessential
Florida novel and reflects his close working association with Henry
Plant and the Plant System, as well as his many winters residing in
Maitland. It follows the adventures of young Bert Walker, a newspaper
and book vendor employee on the trains, who, through hard work
and ethical behavior, rises to a choice position on the Plant System's
lucrative West India Fast Mail express train (New York to Tampa in 36
hours). The book is centered on the operation of the express train
through the Middle Atlantic and southeastern states to Tampa, where
it connects with the "Olivette" and "Mascotte" of the Plant Steamship
Line to deliver cargo and the U.S. Mail to Cuba and points beyond in
the Caribbean. As the plot unfolds, Drysdale describes the seasonal
winter train traffic to Florida, the small towns in Central Florida, and
the orange and winter vegetable agricultural industries. One chapter
describes the disastrous freeze of 1894-95 while another chapter is
devoted to Bert's adventures in Key West and the Florida Keys while
reporting on the rumored expansion of Henry Flagler's "East Coast
Lines" from Biscayne Bay down to Key West. Among the many characters in the book is none other than a grandfatherly Henry Plant who,
through a series of fortuitous chance meetings with Bert (so typical in
the juvenile literature genre of the time), plays a key role in the young
man's promotions. While the book suffers from its multiple subplotsamong them a kidnapped little sister, a wayward young friend sent to a
correctional facility, and a visit to Thomas Edison's laboratory in New
Jersey-it nonetheless provides fascinating insights into Florida in the
late nineteenth century.
In short succession, Drysdale published two additional booksThe Beach Patrol: A Story of the Life-Saving Service ( 1897) and The Young
Supercargo: A Story of the Merchant Marine (1898)-which, along with
The Young Reporter and The Fast Mail, comprised his four-volume
"Brain and Brawn" series for W.A. Wilde on the adventures of hardworking and righteous adolescent boys. In 1896, he returned to
The New York Times, revitalized under Adolph Ochs, with a series
of signed articles. In 1897-98, the author embarked on a year-long
trip to Europe where he was joined by his wife, son, and father-inlaw, and published in the paper his longest series of travel letters
(65 in total) covering his journeys in England (for Queen Victoria's
Diamond Jubilee), Belgium, Germany, France, Monaco, and Italy.
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Soon after his return to the U .S., he travelled to Tampa to cover the
mobilization of troops for the Spanish-American War which, along
with his prior trips to Cuba and Santiago, provided material for his
book Cadet Standish of the St. Louis: A Story of the Spanish-American War
(1899) . The following year, The Treasury Club: A Story of the Treasury
Department, Illustrating How Important a Factor Is Money in Our National
Life (1900) appeared, the first volume of a planned "United States
Government" series blending a fictional story line with detailed factual introductions to the inner workings of various branches of the
federal government. Drysdale only completed one other volume in
this series, The Young Consul: A Story of the Department of State ( 1901).
He also published two books on jobs and careers for young people,
Helps for Ambitious Boys (1899), which contained a prominent portrait of Henry Plant as a model worthy of emulation by any young
man, and Helps for Ambitious Girls (1900) .
As his health slowly deteriorated, Drysdale spent his winters in
long residence in Maitland, Florida, with his last winter spent in
New Berne, North Carolina, the latter stay providing material for
three articles in The New York Times in the spring of 1901. His last
newspaper work, eight articles on the Pan American Exposition at
Buffalo and its surrounding sights, appeared in The New York Times
late in the spring and summer of 1901. William Drysdale died from
heart failure at the age of 49 on September 20, 1901, at his home
in Cranford, New Jersey. His last novel, Pine Ridge Plantation or the
Trials and Successes of a Young Cotton Planter, drawn from his observations in North Carolina, was published posthumously in 1901.
Interest in the work of William Drysdale did not survive long
after his death. While several of his juvenile literature books were
subsequently reprinted and, as late as 1906, The Fast Mail was
among the most requested books in juvenile fiction at the New
York Public Library, interest in boy's books from the Gilded Age
soon became relegated to academic studies, usually focusing on
Horatio Alger, Jr., and his rags to riches stories. It is not surprising
that most of Drysdale's travel letters which had appeared in newspapers were soon discarded with yesterday's news. 88 It is important,
88.

Some of Drysdale's travel letters on the Bahamas and Cuba are better known
since they were reprinted in book form as In Sunny Lands where they have
been more easily accessible. In Sunny Lands is the only Drysdale work listed by
Harold F. Smith in American Travellers Abroad. See Harold F. Smith, American
Travellers Abroad: A Bibliography of Accounts Published Before 1900 (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University, 1969), 37.
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however, to re-introduce William Drysdale's travel letters to a new
reading public. The letters, appearing as they did in the country's
most important newspaper in its largest metropolitan market, are
authentic historical testimony of the subjects treated and of the
interests and biases of both writers and readers of the period. The
letters are also among the best examples of a newspaper travel
literature which played a crucial role in the development of an expanded mass tourism industry in the United States, both at home
and increasingly abroad.
Among the best of Drysdale's letters are, certainly, his reminiscences on Bermuda and the Bahamas, along with those from
Jamaica and the Windward and Leeward Islands. Almost forgotten now are his Florida letters, which transcend the romanticism
of period literature about the state and capture moments of crucial importance in its history. These Florida letters from the late
nineteenth century, written by not only an astute observer and promoter of, but also by an active participant in, the changes the state
was undergoing provide keen insights into the early development
of Florida's mass tourism industry. As Col. Beverly W. Wrenn, Passenger Traffic Manager of the Plant System, noted on Drysdale's
importance to Florida only two months after his death, "[He]
probably did more to boom Florida when it needed booming than
any other newspaper writer." 89 As if underscoring the link between
improved transportation systems and the development of leisure
tourism, Wrenn went on to add "I doubt if there was a newspaperman living who had such an extensive acquaintance with railroad,
steamship and steamboat men . .. "90 William Drysdale's Florida
letters also evidence a humor which, if at times caustic and outrageous, always proves entertaining. They were written in such a
clear prose that they remain as enjoyable and accessible to today's
reading audience as when originally penned more than a century
ago.
89.

90.

"'Drys'-A Memorial," New York Commercial, reprinted in the Cranford Chronicle,
November 12, 1901.
Ibid.
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